Adventure

Mountain Adventures, by Christopher Oleata

I drove out of San Diego and across the Mojave Desert towards the Sierra Nevada Mountains. At 11:30 at night, the hiking began, but only for a few minutes before finding a place to sleep under trees near the edge of the cliff above the creek. It was quiet but the creek talked from below in the canyon. At five-am my watch sounded. I packed and began hiking. It took an hour steeply up the trail to reach the old stone house. There I turned off the trail and up on a faint path in the sand to climb up through some ancient trees to the forest. Another hour through the dense forest, up along the creek and out of the shade to rest. I began again at nine, reaching the cliff called the Keyhole Wall in an hour. There the path crossed the stream below a meadow on giant boulders. I hiked up the bowl and climbed up and over the steep snow at the end to reach the next meadow. There are animal tracks in the snow coming from bushes and trees. Looking up you see spectacular views of the towering east-side of Mount Langley. The giant northeast chute was clearly visible and I studied it whenever possible. With no wind and strong sun reflecting on the smooth snowfield it became very hot. Like walking on a mirror in the desert. I labored under the heavy pack and hiked from tree shadow to tree shadow to rest and hide from the sun. Clouds swirled the pattern of sun and shade around the canyon. I reached the upper grove of Foxtail Pines at four-thirty and made camp after I found a spot that looked good. I began the ritual of melting snow and trying to keep my hands warm as I cook. It began to snow and continued throughout the night.

I had the usual night of deep sleep interrupted by the need to exit the warm bag and face the night air for a moment. My alarm signals at five-am and I see cloudless night sky in all directions. An inch of fresh snow shakes easily off my sleeping bag. The three waterbottles I pull from the bottom of my sleeping bag are safely not frozen. I struggle to light the stove in the cold and flickering breeze. Coffee then oatmeal as I pack for the day. At five forty-five I began up the endless snowfield towards the tangled east face of Mount Langley. I chose to climb the large northeast chute, which measures nearly 700 vertical meters. The last few hundred meters top a fluted ridge and continue towards the summit. Ridgewalks with spectacular 360-degree views are the ultimate. Strong breezes blow you and the powder snow into a haze of beauty and wonder. Your progress is made on a narrow ribbon of snow flanked by colorful rocks and colorless cliff voids of air. Mountaineering is an endless series of difficult yet attainable small goals. You become a slow moving machine at this point as everything moves in a rhythmic pattern. Place the axe in deep and secure. Pick towards the mountain in case of a fall. First one step up and out of the snow to kick in hard and deep, now repeat with the other foot. Crampon points crack at the ice buried below as the axe holds secure preparing to move. One breath or two culminate the cycle and it all begins again and continues countless times. The steps are interrupted by changes of direction as the axe changes hands or from slips on shallow hard ice or hip deep plunges into powder. The breath escapes you and a pause for sightseeing is best before you attempt to move. I was at about 4200 meters or so. On both sides the tangled and snow-filled adjoining ridges fell from the near summit as ribbons into the voids of air below. It was noon when I made it down the chute and to the rocks and trees of my camp. I spread out all my gear and clothes on the hot rocks to dry in the sun and I rested for an hour. Then I began boiling three quarts of water and eating. I took a slow hike around the steep cliffs and trees of the forest, taking photos of all the interesting old trees. It was a perfect day with no clouds or wind.

In a land that screams of change, tectonic shifts, glacier carving, horrific storms and tree twisting wind, it is silent beyond expression. Cracked granite ridges and towers rise and soar in breathtaking pillars capped by house-sized boulders tilted and balanced. If a small rock or piece of ice comes loose a mile away I hear its’ every movement and song. What I miss is the song of the waterfall. It is still early in Spring and all the falls are dry or frozen solid. The evening light now drops to a veil of blue in all directions. A mystic light revealed to me before. Who would of thought? Snow blue? It almost glows as it absorbs and reflects the light. I am alone in the canyon and my footsteps in the snow now slowly disappear. The first star is now out, a bright one, I think it is Saturn. Now another in the east. I turn on my headlamp to see my writing. It does not last long and around eight-thirty I pull the bag on tight and look up to the sky. I see six or eight satellites and three small shooting stars. I sleep well, only waking three or four times. Each time I see the blaze of stars and the subtle shift of things.
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